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J. SWITHERS 


MR. MURAD: Today is October 30, 2001. The 
time is 14 hundred hours. I'm Murray Murad with 
George Cundari of the Fire Department of New York 
City. I'm conducting an interview with -- 

MR. SWITHERS: Jay Swithers, Captain of the 
Bureau of Health Services of the Fire Department. 

MR. MURAD: This is being conducted at the 
Bureau of Investigations and Trials regarding the 
events that took place on September 11, 2001. Go 
ahead. 

MR. SWITHERS: On the morning of September 
11, which happened to be my 40th birthday, I was 
hanging out downstairs in the Bureau of Health 
Services down on the second floor, having a donut 
and coffee. My pager went off, indicating there 
was a plane into the building in the World Trade 
Center. At that point I looked into the lounge 
area where they have a television and I saw the 
gaping hole in the north tower. 

At that point, I prepared my equipment, I 
changed into my urban search and rescue uniform, 
including boots, EBU pants and work shirt and 
carried my equipment, all my equipment down to my 


office. I then went up to RCC to see if they 


J. SWITHERS 


implemented or contacted the Urban Search and 
Rescue medics, to see if there were any orders 
given at that time. There were no orders given. 
I looked for transportation to get to the site. 
When I returned down to my office where my 
equipment was, I was told that a second plane had 
hit the south tower. 

At that point, I picked up all my equipment, 
big duffle bag and started to run to the bridge. 
I was prepared to run over the Brooklyn Bridge; 
however, I was stopped by a police officer who 
told me to wait and that something would be coming 
over the bridge to drive me over. I was picked up 
by a city car, black unmarked, Crown Victoria with 
lights and sirens, which came to a skidding halt 
in the third lane of the Brooklyn Bridge and the 
man opened up the door and said get in. 

I opened up the back door, threw my equipment 
into the back seat. He asked me who I was. I 
told him I was a paramedic and he proceeded to 
drive across the bridge. As I got to the other 
side, he got on his PA and was screaming get out 
of way, I have a paramedic on board, all the way 


down to the World Trade Center. 


J. SWITHERS 
Q. Was he a police officer? 
A. I don't know. He was a guy in a suit. He 


dropped me off at the corner of Vesey Street and 
Church, where I was able to see a small triage center 
set up one block away on Church and Fulton, directly in 
front of the Millennium Hotel. 

Q. Who was there? 

A. Janice Ocheski. There were also the 
paramedics from the Bureau of Health Services. Corey, 
what's Corey's last name. I don't know. 


MR. MURAD: Romanowski. 


A. Bonnie. 
Q. Regan? 
A. Regan. And Carlos Lillo was there with us, 


and one of my employees who works light duty, Farouk 
Mohammed. There were a lot of other people there but 
those are the ones that I remember. 

Q. At the triage center? 

A. Manny Delgado was there, Dr. Cherson was 
there, and about 20 people all together in the 
contingency. While I was there, my primary goal was to 
try to find Chief Downey, because Chief Downey is the 
Chief of Special Operations Command and that's who the 


USR paramedics would report to. Nobody could tell me 
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where he was. Most of the EMS people didn't know what 
special command was or who Chief Downey was. 

I realized they were overwhelmed and I 
proceeded to help them. One particular person that 
came to mind was a very obese African American woman 
who came out of the building and was being assisted by 
other people when she sat down on the wall in front of 
the Millennium Hotel. When I went over to her, they 
said that she has asthma. She was hysterical. I 
listened to her lung sounds. Her lung sounds were 
clear. I prepared to calm her down and was giving her 
oxygen. When I was giving her the oxygen, setting up 
the tank, you could hear a loud rumble. Somebody said 
run for your life. I turned to see who was yelling 
run. 

At that point I looked back and most of the 
people who were triaged in that area with the triage 
tags on them got up and ran. I took a quick glance at 
the building and while I didn't see it falling, I sawa 
large section of it blasting out, which led me to 
believe it was just an explosion. I thought it was a 
secondary device, but I knew that we had to go. 

When I looked down at my patient, she was no 


longer there. She had already ran and I started to 
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run. I ran eastbound on Fulton Street, but I only got 
to the loading bins of the bays of the Millennium 
Hotel. At the loading bays of the Millennium Hotel, 
there was a large truck backed up to the bay door, 
which was closed. I dove into the back of the truck 
and you could see everything getting real real dark and 
the sound of large pieces of metal were falling all 
over, making loud pinging noises, just all over, all 
around the vehicle. I managed to crawl up to the 
garage door and cupped my hands in front of my face, 
between my face and the door and at that point it was 
like a major storm had hit; continuous blasting of 
debris hitting my face, hitting my body. It was like a 
major storm. 

I had my helmet on and the only thing I could 
breathe was if I was just breathing dirt. I was 
breathing dirt and for the few moments I was breathing 
dirt, I prayed that if I was going to die I wouldn't 
suffocate and I prayed that if I was going to die - the 
large I beams were falling and I could hear them - that 
one of them would hit me and not let me suffer. I had 
no clue what had happened. It became very very dark 
and I just struggled to breathe. At that point 


thoughts went through my mind such as I should have 
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stayed in the office. 

Also the fact that I was going to die on my 
birthday was horrible and that I couldn't remember if I 
actually kissed my kids in the morning or last night. 
Numerous thoughts. 

When the sound had stopped, my ears were 
ringing. It was so loud and it was real real black and 
I felt somebody grab my helmet and say we have a 
firefighter here. He could help us out. I didn't tell 
him I was a firefighter, but I didn't know if I could 
see or if I was alive. I said is it real dark or am I 
blind. The voice came back and said it's just really 
dark. The group of people said what do we do. They 
were hacking and coughing. I didn't know what to say, 
so I said we need to know how many people are here. 
Count out loud. The first person counted one. The 
second person counted two. The third person counted 
three. I was about to count four when somebody else 
counted four. I was again about to -- and this went 
all the way up to nine. I didn't realize there were 
nine people there. 

Q. All in the loading dock area? 
A. All in the loading dock area. They cried 


what do we do. We stayed there a moment and nobody was 
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really trapped. We were able to see a little orange 
with about a foot between the top of the truck and the 
dirt and we realized we weren't trapped. Everybody 
pushed their ways through into the orange and they were 
able to see just enough to get out. Everybody had dirt 
and soot all over them. Some of them were bleeding, 
but they took off up the block. I remember getting out 
and being really confused and turning back and looking 
at building number 5 and just seeing orange and feeling 
heat, not knowing what was going on, or if it was on 
fire. 

I started walking east. As I walked east I 
approached a Fire Department command car, a Suburban 
with the lights on and the engines running. I saw 
someone who I figured to be a police officer, take his 
gun out of the holster and start whacking the drivers 
side window. I said stop, what are you doing, he said 
we are just trying to get out of here. I said don't do 
that and he wandered off. As I walked up the street I 
tripped over a television camera for a television 
network that somebody had dropped. I proceeded up to 
the corner of Broadway and Fulton, where I found 
Lieutenant Bruce Medjuck. Lieutenant Bruce Medjuck had 


a radio, which I didn't have. We decided we were going 
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to regroup. We saw very few EMS people. The only EMS 
people I remember seeing at that point was Lieutenant 
Patrick Scaringello, and he insisted that we should try 
to salvage a vehicle that was on fire on Church 

Street. 

I told him there was no reason to try to 
salvage a vehicle. We didn't know what had happened 
and he sort of wandered off. We agreed that we were 
trying to regroup. Patients were just coming out of 
the woodwork; some badly injured, some being gathered, 
carried by citizens, some being carried by civil 
service workers. We decided to put them into an ATM on 
that corner, at the corner of Fulton and Broadway, 
where there was an ATM machine, a little area that we 
could put people. We started to place them into that 
area. 

Within a few moments, I regrouped with Bruce 
Medjuck and I asked him to tell them on the radio to 
send us MTA buses to get people out. That didn't 
happen. But one thing that did happen was an ambulance 
pulled up which was very clean. So I assumed that the 
vehicle had not been in the - what I thought was an 
explosion at the time, but was the first collapse. 


When the ambulance pulled up, two EMTs jumped 
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out. They gave out simple face - dust masks to people 
and people started to charge the ambulance. One man 
was actually brought over in a wheelbarrow. When the 
people started to charge the ambulance, they started to 
climb in. There had to be maybe 5, 6 patients in 
there, when the original African American, heavy set 
black woman came to me and she was once again crying. 

I was actually happy to see her because I knew that she 
had survived the collapse and I knew she was the one 
person that I was primarily responsible for. Although 
later on, and I knew at that time, that there were 
people in that triage area that probably did not 
survive because they were not able to get up. I knew 
that one person did survive. 

I wasn't able to lift her because I didn't 
have the strength, but I helped her get up on to the 
back step of the ambulance and pushed her into the back 
of the ambulance while the EMTs in that ambulance were 
crying no more, we are full, we are full, no more. I 
pushed her and she wound up laying on the floor of the 
ambulance. I was just about able to close the door of 
the ambulance by pushing her feet in a little further. 
I had to push her feet in and close the door. At that 


point, I asked Bruce Medjuck do we have tracking on 
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this ambulance and he said tracking, it's like the end 
of the world. This is a major disaster. Just get them 
out of here. I agreed. 

While standing there once again trying to 
figure out what to do next, I saw car 33, which is the 
medical car that is the doctor's car, Crown Vic from 
the Bureau of Health Services that the doctor drives 
around. The Bureau of Health Services pulled up just 
behind the ambulance. Inside that car was Dr. Ortiz. 
She is a female doctor that works in the Bureau of 
Health Services, a driver and 3 firefighters were 
sitting in the back seat of the Crown Vic, one of which 
I know very well. She had only opened up the window 
maybe 3 quarters of the way and she was holding her 
jacket in front of her face not to get the debris or 
dust that was in the air into her airway. 

I told her that many people died, a lot of 
people from the Bureau of Health Services seemed to be 
dead, I don't Know where they are. They seemed to be 
missing. I don't remember saying there was a 
collapse. I remember saying I don't know what 
happened. It's real real bad. At that point they had 
told me we will pull over and help you. I told them we 


were regrouping. They said they were going to pull 
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over and help. They turned the vehicle left so they 
were facing east on Fulton and pulled over. When they 
started to get out of that vehicle, which I didn't see, 
but they told me later on, that that's where the second 
building, building number 2, the north tower, started 
to collapse. 

I immediately just started to run, first 
north and then east on to Ann Street. As I was running 
I was looking over my shoulder and I heard the rumbling 
and I saw the cloud chasing me very quickly with 
debris. Once again falling. I saw a bunch of people 
standing in a loading bay with the door halfway down 
saying come in here, follow me in here. When I got 
there the man said let's pull down the door. There had 
to be ten of us trying to pull down the door. As we 
were pulling down the door the cloud and the thrust of 
the cloud knocked us all down to our knees and it 
continued to blow continuously into this bay door. 

The people in the back were screaming. I 
managed to get back up from my knees to my feet and 
grabbed the door and looked over and there was maybe 
only three or five guys left trying to pull the door 
down. As we continued to try to pull the door down, 


the door actually started to go up. I didn't realize 
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it was going up until I realized I was off my feet. I 
said I had to let go. I anticipated landing on my feet 
but with the continuous thrust of the air coming 
through, I actually wound up face down on my helmet. I 
was stunned and confused, why was I down. I didn't 
know if I was dead or what was happening, once again 
taking in a lot of the dirt. I didn't know what to 

do. Somebody grabbed the back of my collar and dragged 
me down the loading bay to safety. 

At that point I didn't need their help any 
more and they were strangling me and finally let go of 
my collar. I could get up. We entered down into the 
main hallway of the building. We got into the building 
and another group of people found the door into what 
seemed to be Genovese drugstore. We went into the 
Genovese drugstore and a large group of people pushed 
for the Poland Springs water that was on the shelves. 

A security guard that didn't know what was happening in 
the store said stop, what's going on, are you all 
crazy. A police officer pulled out a gun and pointed 
it at the security guard. These people need the 

water. Don't you understand what's happening. The 
security guard said he didn't know what was happening. 


He said it's quite all right. Have all the water you 
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want. 

I was confused. I didn't know what was 
happening. I looked out the windows of the store. 
Complete blackness. Not knowing what was happening. I 
started to walk through the store and realized there 
were a lot of things that people could use in the 
store. I found small duffle bags. I took three or 
four of them off the shelf. I was stuffing water and 
Band-Aids, some things as ridiculous as Tampons, making 
goodie bags for people to take out with them and for 
myself. 

I prepared the bags and the people then 
rushed the door. There was a police officer standing 
in the doorway and said nobody will leave the room, 
nobody will leave the store. At that point I figured 
maybe I will call my wife. I picked up my cell phone 
and I managed to get through. My wife picked up the 
phone. She was hysterical crying. I told her I was 
okay. At that point I asked her what had happened. 

She told me that they are gone. They are not there. I 
couldn't imagine that both the buildings were gone. 

I said what are you talking about. Are the 
children gone? What you are you talking about. She 


told me the buildings are gone. I said what buildings 
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are gone. She said the World Trade Center is gone. I 
said how do you know. She said I have seen it on TV. 
She was watching regular TV and switched to CNN because 
she lost regular TV. She told me not more than two 
floors of that building could be there. I was 
stunned. 

At that point somebody yelled that there was 
a bomb in the building that we were in. The police 
officer opened up the door and let people out. I asked 
if there was anybody left in that building. They said 
there were a couple of people maybe in the basement. 
So I ran down into the basement, maybe three floors, 
and there were a couple of maintenance workers who 
apparently didn't speak English. I told them they had 
to leave the building and there was probably a bomb. 
They looked at me and said that they had to clock out 
first or check with their supervisor. 

I said I'm telling you to leave. I'm 
leaving. You can stay as long as you want, but I'm 
leaving. I ran upstairs and I left the building. 
There was no bomb in the building. 

When I got outside I met up with EMT Farouk 
Mohammed, who happens to be an Islanmic Muslim, which I 


didn't know at the time. He happened to work light 
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duty with me in the Bureau of Health Services because 
of a shoulder injury. He was walking with two men and 
had a plastic garbage bag and was giving out water and 
rags to people in the street. He approached me and 
gave me a big hug. He asked me if I was okay. I told 
him I had ringing in my ears but I seemed to be okay. 

At that point we met up with Manny Delgado 
and Dr. Cherson and they told us that the people were 
grouping at South Street Seaport, which was east, so we 
started to head east. While we were heading east, 
Farouk was able to hand out water and rags, but we had 
no other equipment available. People said to us what 
do we do, what do we do. I told them it was in their 
best interest to run northeast, to get out of there. 
We had no medical equipment. 

When we got up to, I guess Pearl Street and 
Fulton Street, a man came to us and said that he had an 
OR available in one of the stores, I guess a clinic. 
All we needed was equipment and people. I said that we 
didn't have equipment or people, but I would keep that 
in mind. We walked another block east, right up to the 
edge of South Street Seaport where the plaza is and 
that's where I saw car 33 up on the curb. It looked 


like it had crashed into a pole or something. It was 
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sitting there. Nobody was in it. These were the 
original people I saw. 

We waited there for 2 or 3 minutes. We 
couldn't figure out where they went, so we continued. 
When we got to South Street Seaport, somebody told us 
that's not where they were. The people were regrouping 
at the ferry terminal. Farouk Mohammed and I walked to 
the ferry terminal and started helping with a triage 
center with very few patients. It was at that point 
that we got separated and I was asked to go up to 
Chambers and West for UCAR responsibilities. I gota 
ride from a Lutheran Medical Center ambulance as far 
north as possible to that area. 

I walked up there. That's just about my 
story. 

Q. Did you have any portable radios or radio 
contact with anybody? 

A. I had no raido contact except when Bruce 
Medjuck was standing next to me at the -- well, I had 
radio contact through people while we were doing triage 
in front of the Millennium and following that the only 
radio contact I had was through Bruce Medjuck, who got 
on the air and said I have Captain Swithers with me and 


we are trying to regroup. 
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That was at Citywide? 
I don't know what it was done on. 


You never saw EMS Chiefs or Chief Downey? 


> 0 > 0 


Thank god I never had the opportunity to see 
Chief Downey. I didn't see any EMS Chiefs until I 
regrouped at the South Street Seaport and that's where 
I saw Chief McCracken for the first time and Chief 
Vallani. 
MR. CUNARDI: I would like to thank you 
Captain Swithers. The time is 1425 hours. This 
now concludes the interview with Captain Jay 
Swithers. 
THE WITNESS: I saw Chief Vallani and Chief 
McCracken at the ferry terminal. Justa 


correction. I said South Street Seaport. 


